Toronto has been unfairly "scape-goated" by WHO's April 24 decision to issue an advisory against non-essential travel to Canada's financial hub because of an outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS).
Outraged politicians and scientists, including prominent Mount Sinai Hospital chief microbiologist Donald Low, said WHO was trying to appease ruffled feathers in China by unjustifiably including a western city in its list of dangerous destinations.
The number of SARSrelated deaths in Canada has risen to 21, and the number of suspected cases has dropped to 330. The number of actual cases is 140, with almost all cases having contracted it in a health-care setting or through family members.
WHO issued the first travel advisory in its 55-year history on April 2 when it tagged Hong Kong and China's Guangdong province as illadvised destinations. Last week, it added Toronto, Beijing, and China's Shanxi province to the list, arguing that the SARS outbreak in the Canadian city "has continued to grow in magnitude and has affected groups outside the initial risk groups of hospital workers, their families, and other close person-to-person contacts, although all the cases reported have identified links to known SARS cases. In addition, a small number of persons with SARS, now in other countries in the world, appear to have acquired the infection while in Toronto."
But Canadian officials took issue with these claims. There hasn't been a new SARS case since April 18 or an infection in the community since April 6, said Toronto medical officer of health Sheila Basrur. "The outbreak is not over, but it is definitely under control."
In the face of Canada's furore, the WHO agreed to review its travel advisory on April 30, but irrespective of outcome, it's clear the damage has already been done. The $3·5-billion tourism industry is down by more than 30% since the outbreak began. "By reaching across borders for common solutions . . . we are prepared to close ranks with the world to fight this threat to the end", said Philippine President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo. ASEAN is keen to get the help of Premier Jiabao to enforce stricter control measures. ASEAN's plan includes compulsory predeparture checks at airports, ports, and all national borders across the region, an emergency international hotline, and increased exchange of information and research, according to a draft statement obtained by Reuters.
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China has 139 SARS deaths, more than one third of the global total of 321 deaths-as The Lancet went to press on April 29-but WHO fears that China may have many more undetected cases.
One of ASEAN's major concerns is the economic effect of SARS, which has affected six countries in the coalition. Government heads were expected to approve a decision by their respective health ministers, who met on April 25, not to ban travellers and tourists in the region.
Health ministers also agreed to improve screening at international airports, quarantine travellers that show symptoms of the disease, and require all visitors from affected countries to have health declaration forms.
Anthony Fauci, director of the US National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, said it was too early to declare that SARS was under control in Vietnam, Hong Kong, Singapore, and Canada.
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